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Women, Land and Agrarian Reform:
Issues of Gender and Class in Improving
Women's Effective Access to Land
Govind Kelkar

*

We had tongues but we could not speak, we had feet but we
could not walk. Now that we have land, we have the strength to
speak and walk. (The poor peasant women in Bodhgaya, 7 March
1987).
The Sammelan demands, when land is won as a result of people's
struggle, or distributed by the government, it should not be given
in the name only of a male head of household but in equal shares
to adult men and women of the family. Houses and homestead
land given by the state should be given in the name of women
only.( Resolution, Nari Mukti Sangharsh Sammelan, Patna, 7
February 1988)
We were there in harvesting the fields. We were there in carrying
ploughs and in snatching arms from the Zamindar's goondas.
We fought for our rights and actively participated in the land
struggle. Why, when the land is distributed, do we not get our
independent rights to land? (Dalit women's meeting, village
Basuhari,3 September 1990)
Since the renewal of the women's movement in the seventies, it has
been frequently debated and resolved that women's subordination and
patriarchal gender systems could be combatted only if a fundamental
change was made concerning women's existing lack of property and
resources. Women's independent right to land and to control resources
are integrally linked to measures to change the ideology and structures of
patriarchy within the family and in social relations. Poor peasant,
agricultural labourer, dalit and tribal women have repeatedly emphasised
the need for measures that would enable women to have inalienable
rights to land, property and inheritance and rectify existing wage systems,
where women workers are lower paid than men. The purpose of this
•
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paper is to examine a set of socio-political issues concerning women's
access to land and economic resources, in the context of a people's
movement in Bihar, India.
The theoretical framework of this study takes into account the specific
political and ideological oppression of women, and its links with male
control and inheritance of productive resources in connection with either
agriculture or other production. Like the gender based division of labour,
the division of private property based on gender is regarded as natural
and therefore not to be questioned. A woman's relation to productive
property and land is always mediated through her relation to her husband,
father or brother. More precisely, her relation to this property is mediated
through her existence in the household where her husband is the head, or
in the natal family where the father or brother plays such a role.
I

Women's Property Rights

I have argued elsewhere that the dowry related witch-hunt in India
stems from women's subordination in the structure of material production,
the organisation of marriage and family, and the sexual division of labour.
These create gender-specific personalities - men tend to value their role
as the principal one in the national economy and as 'bread winners' and
supporters of the family, while women are excessively undervalued for
their dependence, ignorance of the outside world and preoccupation with
children. 1 Subordination is required by the material structure of production:
women are subordinate to men. (and also dependent on them) because
men may own land and hold tenancies, while women by and large do
not. Customary practices preclude women from inheriting land as
daughters, except in the absence of male heirs. This is wrongly justified
on the ground that women receive their share of the patrimony at the
time of marriage in the form of dowry.
Hindu laws of property and ownership give women negligible rights
as independent entities to family income, assets and property. The Hindu
Succession Act of 1956, for example. gives daughters and the surviving
widow equal shares to inherit their parents' or husband's self-acquired
property, in the case of intestate succession. But the testator is given the
right to will all his or her property away. In the patriarchal culture of
India, the property is usually willed away to the sons, so as to keep the
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property within the family. The Act further recognises the joint family
system amongst Hindus and gives precedence to the personal laws that
tend to govern joint families in India. Hence, with the exception of
Andhra Pradesh and Kerala, where such personal laws have changed, the
Act does nothing to check inequality of inheritance and succession afforded
to women. Moreover, the Act does not affect the devolution of tenancies
of agricultural land.
Likewise, there are checks on women's acquisition of property through
dowry. In 1961 the Dowry Prohibition Act was passed, prohibiting the
giving or taking of any dowry 'in connection with marriage'. The
defInition of dowry in the Act does not allow any direct or indirect gift
to the bridegroom, or exempt any property transferred by the parents in
the name of the daughter. It has been argued that this legislation does not
protect women's rights and places a new barrier between women and
their acquisition of property.
The Hindu Succession Act (which has put daughters on an equal
footing with sons with regard to succession to the parental property) and
the Dowry Prohibition Act can be appealed to in cases of disputes among
families or where land ceiling legal provisions make it expedient for
large landholdings to be divided 'on paper'. In most cases, daughters
waive their land rights in favour of their brothers. Otherwise, they would
be denounced as 'selfish' sisters and would risk alienation or severance
of their ties with the natal families. In the context of the patriarchal
culture of Indian society,
...it may have been more realistic for the law to provide that the
woman's share in her parent's property must be transferred to her
name at the time of marriage and to place reasonable restrictions
on alienation of such property, or better still, by providing her an
equal share in her husband's property.2
Women's effective exclusion from the possession and control of land
is largely the basis of their subordination and dependence on men in
rural India. Discussing the Nari Mukti Sangharsh Sammelan in Patna
(1988) and Shetkari Mahila Aghadi (peasant Women's Alliance) meeting
in November 1989, Gail Omvedt underlies the link between violence
against women and their lack of property and resources. 3
1 Gita Gopal, "India: Women, Law and Development" 54 (March 8,1991) (Wlpublished
3
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Brutal suppression in fact keeps women in their propertyless and
resourceless state ... On the other hand, the basic economic
dependence of women, their propertylessness and resourcelessness,
renders them fearfully weak in standing up and challenging the
violence and power that is used against them in society. In the
workforce,
women are overwhelmingly
relegated to the
unorganised sector (as agricultural labourers, unorganised sector
wage workers, peasant gatherers and sellers of forest produce
and unpaid subsistence producers) and are economically weak;
the Hindu patrilineal and patrilocal family system cuts them off
from access to property except through men; and their resources
in terms of education, skills, socialised self-confidence, etc. are
much more lower than those of men. Thus, it appears that violence
keeps women economically dependent and super-exploited, while
economic dependence and exploitation render them unable to
combat violence. The relation is apparently circular: the question
is, which is prior? How is one to break through the circle?
The ideological background of women's oppression, and the material
relations of gender difference, cannot be so neatly separated. What is
important to note is that the family constitutes both the ideological and
material ground for the structure of dependence and gender difference
that strengthen the patterns of inequality and women's oppression.
Women's dependence on men is reproduced ideologically but also reflects
"the material relations in which men and women are differentially engaged
in wage labour and the class structure".4 Nancy Chodorow advocates the
'conscious break' in the 'mothering' which reproduces contemporary
forms of femininity and masculinity and class, caste inequalities.5
Interestingly, although Marx saw production and reproduction as a
unified process, Marxism in practice did not draw out a relationship
between the two. Likewise, th,~ relationship between class and women's
subordination, or the question of "the domestic enslavement of women"
and "the first class oppression of the female by the male", was not
developed. 'Mass movements' and social action groups, like Marxist
scholarship, have not hesitated to use the criterion of marriage in
determining women's class position. While it is true that marriage does
give women access to marital resources, this is not the same as having a
4
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direct relationship to the means of production. For women, class is
mediated through their sexual ties, and related services, to men.6 If such
sexual ties are broken, and related services withdrawn, women no longer
enjoy access to material resources. Oass analysis in India has not included
the mediated class position of women.
The well known economist Amartya Sen suggests that "there has to
be a clear analysis of the existence of both cooperative and conflicting
elements in family relations."7 According to Sen, while there are many
'cooperative outcomes' that are beneficial for all the members concerned,
the different members however, have "strictly conflicting interests in the
set of cooperative arrangements". The respective bargaining power of
men and women within the 'cooperative conflict' existence depends much
on their resources and power outside the family/household. The family/
household members who are socially powerless and resourceless (usually
women) are likely to remain in this situation even when the outcome of
cooperative conflict is quite unsatisfactory for them. In the existing social
situation, where women are resourceless and powerless, it would be less
favourable for them to leave the household. In the case of the break
down of cooperative arrangements, the fall back position of women
(outside the family/household) becomes worse. Women's breakdown
response is therefore, reflected in their lack of entitlement to resources,
consumption and decision-making outside the family/household, as well
as within it.
Social relations within a community are not gender-neutral; neither
are the effects of redistribution of land. Land reforms in India have been
shown to have a differential impact on different rural classes as well as
on men and women within each class. By and large, women have been
losers in relation to the men of their class. Recent studies in India
indicate that planned changes, from rural development and agrarian
transformation through land reforms, did not succeed in halting the process
of decline in the position of peasant women.8 In a case study of Palghat
district in Kerala, for instance, there was conclusive evidence that changes

6
7

8

GERDA LERNER, THE CREATION OF PATRIARCHY 9 (1986).
AMARTYA SEN, RESOURCES, VALUES, AND DEVELOPMENT 374~375(1984).
See also, AMARTYA SEN, WOMEN, TECHNOLOGY AND SEXUAL DIVISIONS
(unpublished manuscript) (1984).
Kalpana Bardhan, "Women's Work, Welfare and Status: Forces of Tradition and
Change in India" (in two parts), 20:50 ECONOMIC AND POUTICAL WEEKLY
2207 (December 14, 1985) and 20:51 and 52, 2261 (December 24-28, 1985). See
also: Bina Agarwal, Women, Land Rights and Household in India, (July 1986)
(unpublished manuscript).
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in land relations from the 1920's affected women adversely.9
II

Legal Reforms of Property Rights

In the early 1970's, the Committee on the Status of Women in India
received many representations from women of different states regarding
the discriminatory features of some of the new land laws. In a camp of
women agricultural labourers in May, 1980, in Bankura district in West
Bengal, similar comments were made by a number of poor peasant
women.lO During our field work in 1984-1985 in the villages of Etawah
district in Uttar Pradesh, Devi, a bhangi (scavenger caste) women sharply
remarked: "Women never control any assets, not even the children they
bear. They are known as their father's children. This has been going on
for generations". Raj Kumari, a Chamar woman, added:ll
Land is passed on from father to son. Even the jewelry that is
gifted to a woman on her marriage is not given to her, it is kept
by her parents-in-law. If a man dies or remarries, the woman is
completely dependent on others for her survival. A man can
gamble or drink away his land but a woman is always concerned
about her children. She can never see them starve, she would do
all in her power to raise them to the best of her ability. So land
should be owned jointly by both the husband and wife.
Similar reports came from the rural areas of Bihar where women have
been struggling against prejudices of state officials, as well as those of
the men of their own community, towards women having independent
land rights.
Interestingly enough, Bihar was the first state to introduce legislation
for abolishing the Zamindari 12 system. After a delay of nearly four years,
the Zamindari abolition law was finally passed in 1952. Its primary
purpose was to abolish the prevalent intermediary system between the

9

10
11
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K. Sardamoni, "Changing Land Relations and Women: A Case Study of Palghat
District, Kerala", in WOMEN AND RURAL TRANSFORMATION, lWO STUDIES,
(ICSSR and CWDS), (V. Mazumdar ed. 1983).
Id. Editor's Note at x.
Govind Kelkar, Nirleth Malhans, and Jyoti Sangehara, RURAL WOMEN AND
CONSCIOUSNESS IN INDIA 11 (1989) (unpublished manuscript).
The Zamindari system was a system of land tenure in which the Zamindar held the
estate from the Government and paid his land tax direct'o the Government treasury.
The fields were then cultivated by landless day labourers. whose existence depended
on the good will of the Zamindar.
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state and the tiller of the soil. Besides this. there were other progressive
laws like the Bihar Land Reforms (Fixation of Ceiling Area and
Acquisition of Surplus Land) Act 1961; Bihar Tenancy Holding
(Maintenance
of Record) Act 1973; and The Minimum Wages
Notifications. Some of the major provisions of these laws were: 1) A
ceiling set on holding of agricultural land, ranging from 20 acres of canal
irrigated land up to 60 acres for poor quality hilly land; 2) Tenants in
possession of tenancies for 12 years were deemed to have acquired a
right of occupancy on the land, and rent in kind was restricted to onefourth of the produce, excluding byproducts like straw; 3) Minimum
wages were periodically to be fixed for agricultural labour.
The Bihar land ceiling law was initially linked to an individual's
landholding. As a result, even notionally not much land could be declared
surplus under the law. Subsequently in 1976 the Land Reforms Act was
amended to fix the ceiling with regard to a family, consisting of a man,
wife and three minor children. Rather than enforcing the legislation the
attitude of the state machinery has been such as to encourage violation of
the ceiling laws. The land records are not up-to-date and the close
connection between the landlords and local officials responsible for
maintaining the land records ensures that they are faulty. Lands are not
declared ceiling surplus. Of the lands declared surplus, not many are
taken over and even fewer are distributed among the landless.

.
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(Source: P.H. PRASAD, LAND REFORMS IN BIHAR: A CASE STUDY
(mimeo) Patna 1986).
Although the records show that more than 50 per cent of the land
acquired under the ceiling act have been distributed, even casual
observation shows that this is not true. A large part of such distribution
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remains on paper only.13 In a recent analysis of struggle of the poor
peasants and landless labourers for minimum wages, land reforms and
civil rights, a link between the landowners-cum-moneylender
and the
administration system was established. According to this analysis,
administrators, at all levels, have been very relaxed and negligent in
implementing the land laws. "A review of progress in implementation of
land ceiling laws showed that over 3,800 hectares of land was still lying
with the .government which could be easily distributed".14
Whatever the law, the links between the bureaucracy (both petty
village officials and higher administrators) are so strong (the links are of
class and caste) that ceiling laws remain mostly infructuous. Since the
ceiling laws do not specify which land is to be surrendered on surplus,
most often it is the uncultivated lands that are surrendered. A 1982
study, conducted by the A.N. Sinha Institute of Social Studies in Patna,
found that most of the beneficiaries reported that the land given to them
is of no use for cultivation. IS
The situation with regard to tenancy is as bad. The 1984 Reserve
Bank of India, Report on Agricultural Productivity in Eastern India (Vol
II) indicated that about one-third of the land was held on oral tenancy,
that is without any security of possession at all. Another study in 198182 showed that 59.04 per cent of cultivators were leasing in land and of
these 11.76 per cent and 77.01 per cent respectively were on labour
service and share cropping terms.16 These share croppers lived under
adverse conditions:
Most of the sharecroppers belong either to the scheduled castes,
scheduled tribes or backward castes. They are socially backward.
They supplement their income from sharecropping by working
as part-time labourers either in the fields of landowners or other
raiyats (cultivators) of the area. The women get part-time
employment during transplanting or harvesting of paddy and
other crops ... Some women who work as maid servants in the
houses of landlords or other well-to-do families. The children
also work on the field or tend cattle. Even with all these the
13

Bharat Dogra, "Land Distribution on Paper Only", Indian Express, September 11,
1987.

14
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IN THE ANALYSIS OF RURAL ECONOMY, (LL.O. Geneva Working Paper
1987).
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family somehow ekes out a miserable existence.

I?

Being on oral terms, the tenancies were not recorded. In cases where
documents were distributed entitling the landless to take possession of
lands, attempts of some zealous officials to record tenancies were met by
landlords armed resistance and called off. Both reportage and experience
show that only strong peasant movements can actually realise possession
of these lands for the landless.
In the 1980's the Central Government was reported to have worked
out a new policy thrust for land reforms to make them more progressive
and result-oriented. 18 The new policy thrust envisaged: 1) further lowering
the ceiling limits; 2) completing the consolidation of holdings where it
has not made much headway like Orissa, Gujarat and Bihar; and 3)
bringing the land of religious and charitable institutions within the purview
of land ceiling laws. Further, in December 1988, the Ministry of
Agriculture proposed that at least 40 per cent of pattas Oand title deeds)
be issued exclusively for women in future allotments of government and
ceiling surplus lands, as well as homestead units. The remaining pattas
should be issued jointly in the names of husband and wife. 19 These
provisions, however, did not travel beyond the proposed plan statements.
Only in a few pockets of Bihar and Tamil Nadu were some land pattas
(about 10 per cent of the total distributed land) given to women.20 Now
I will discuss the specific case of women's position and their struggle for
land in rural Bihar.

III

The Region of Bihar: Class, Caste and Gender Issues

For the past several decades, Bihar has been in a state of agrarian
turmoil, and Bihari women and men have come to be regarded as the
most 'backward' on the one hand and politically aggressive and militant
on the other. The state machinery has been repeatedly censured for both
its repressive acts and its neglect of the people's welfare. Land reforms
and other rural development programmes in Bihar remain largely
unimplemented on account of the concentration of power and land in the
hands of a tiny group of very powerful upper caste men. Any kind of
development effort is thwarted by vested interest groups and the local

17

WOLF LADEJINSKY,

18
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19
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"New Policy Thrust for Land Reforms Worked Out" Economic Times, August 18,
1986, and November 26, 1986.
The Times of India, New Delhi, December 21, 1988.
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bureaucracy which is entrenched in feudal values. The limited development
that has taken place among the rich peasantry has a skewed character,
sharply reflected in the increasing withdrawal of women from sociallyrecognised work and in their growing domestication and subordination,
even among the non-caste and lower caste groups. Agricultural labourer
and dalit women suffered under the feudo-patriarchal rule of landlords
and large-scale State neglect. They, nevertheless, showed an unparalleled
militancy and strength in fighting against landlord oppression and in
struggling for improved wages and their right to land and other resources.
The districts of Bhojupur and Rohtas, which I investigated, have
two peasant organisations: Bihar Kisan Sabha and Bihar Kisan Samiti.
These organisations came into existence in the late 1970's. Unlike earlier
peasant associations, which tended to be led by rich peasants, these two
peasant organisations have been based on agricultural labourers and
marginal peasants. Both Bihar Kisan Sabha and Bihar Kisan Samiti
have reportedly helped small agricultural labourers, including women
and small tenants, to secure higher agricultural wages, as well as a share
in and a security of tenure. Women and men of the lower castes have
also organised to gain self-esteem, dignity and courage, and to defend
themselves against molestation, rape and torture.
The landlords of Bhojpur and Rohtas are mainly from the upper
castes. In the case of Rohtas there are some landlords from the backward
caste of Kurmis. The two districts are different from North Bihar, in that
the landholdings are not very large, but they are numerous. The peasants
of this area are chiefly from the backward castes. Before the 1954 abolition
of the Zamindari system of revenue collection, a class of rich peasants
(that is, not only those tilling the land, but also those employing labour)
had begun to emerge. Conversely many of the poorer peasants lost their
rights to land and were turned into share-cropping tenants-at-will operating
on the basis of oral leases. They have no security of tenure and can be
evicted at the will of the landlord. A substantial number of them have
also become agricultural labourers.
On the basis of the intensity of agrarian struggle (as reported in some
newspapers and monographs on the problem), I selected eight villages,
four each from the two districts. The four villages in Bhojpur included:
Ekwari, Chauri, Babubandh and Sanatola, where I had some 30 in depth
individual discussions and several collective discussions with women.
The Rohtas villages were: Tori Mohanpur, Karbandia, Basuhari and Kir,
where I had 24 in depth individual discussions and several collective
discussions. Those women who had a reputation for active participation
in the peasant movements were selected for the interviews.
In the
fieldwork I was assisted by three local peasant movement activists. Most
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of my discussions were with datit and backward caste women from
agricultural labour and marginal peasant families. I did not have a formal,
written guideline or schedule in mind. My discussions with women
centered around three major issues: the socio-economic structure of the
village including its class, caste and gender relations; the history of
peasant struggle in the region for securing rights and women's participation
in this struggle.
The fieldwork and discussions with women were a political experience
for me. They led me to question not only the neglect of women in
academic work and historical social analysis, but also the invisibility of
women in people's movements. Unlike my experience in other regions
of northern India, the women of these villages appreciated the purpose of
research. I am happy to note that they trusted me to record their struggle.
The role of women in Bihar has been influenced by class and caste
factors. The upper castes, for instance, follow a strict system of purdah
(seclusion). In fact the extent of seclusion of women is a very good
indicator of caste status - the more the seclusion, the higher the caste
status. Even among the poorer sections of the upper castes, where the
family needed to perform some of the agricultural fieldwork, this work
would never be done by women. In addition to the traditionally defined
household work, women would also do a major share of the work of
processing agricultural goods, but this would be done within the angan·
(courtyard) itself.
Among peasants of the backward castes, women participated in all
kinds of agricultural field labour on their family fields (the only exception
would be ploughing which is taboo). Whereas amongst poor peasants,
who had to supplement their income from the family fields by wage
labour on other's fields, the women would not be engaged in wage
labour. In contrast, the full participation of women in all non-household
work has been a feature of dalit agricultural labour families. In these
families women performed as many days of wage labour as men, besides
being solely responsible for the household work.
One of the features of the caste system is a strict endogamy. But the
subordination of the lower castes to the upper castes also resulted in one
additional feature of the sex-gender system, that is the general 'sexual
availability' of lower caste women to powerful landowning, upper caste
men. Rape and sexual assaults on lower caste women, particularly
Chamars and Musahars, were considered the privilege of Rajput and
Bhumihar iandlords. The Dola custom (forcing every bride of the lower
caste to spend her first night following marriage with the local landlord)
had prevailed in the villages of Bhojpur and ROOtas districts. These
practices caused much anguish among the lower castes, but were tolerated
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because of the socio-economic dependence of the lower castes on the
upper caste landlords. By the 1930's, however, resentment among the
lower castes had gained ground and the words izzat (dignity) and larai
(struggle) were used frequently in peasant struggles.
During fieldwork in Bhojpur and Rohtas villages, I heard many
gruesome stories of rape and sexual abuse of Chamar, Dusadh and other
agricultural labour women by upper caste landlords. Where the woman
(or her husband) resisted, there was always an implicit threat to beat up
the man or implicate both of them in criminal cases. It is thus no
surprise that peasant movements in this area were often sparked off by
instances of sexual assaults and of resistance to such sexual assaults. Of
the landlords who were physically wiped out during peasant movements
in the late 1960's and early 1970's, almost every one of them had been
infamous for living a debauched life and for sexual assaults on lower
caste and agricultural labour women.
The lower castes include various classes of peasants and also
agricultural labourers, that is, those who possess some land, either owned
or rented, but who also have to perform some wage labour. For these
women the two specific economic problems that are very pressing are
receiving adequate wages and access to land.
Despite the Equal Remuneration Act of 1976 women generally
received 40 to 60 per cent of male wages and were given the more
labour-intensive tasks such as weeding, transplanting and harvesting.
Landless and agricultural labourers provided a cheap source of labour to
large landowners at an extremely low wage. The wage ranged in the
1960's from Rs. 3 to 5 a day and was supplemented with Khesari (lentil).
Khesari was found to be dangerous to the health and had been declared
illegal under the Bihar Minimum Wage Rules several decades ago. As a
result of wage strikes launched by peasant organisations in late 1970's
and 1980's, wages went up to Rs. 6 or 7 a day. The official minimum
wage declared in the area was Rs. 14.50 in cash or 5 kg rice in kind, plus
, a light mid-day meal. However, this wage had not been paid in any of
the villages I visited. Not only are wages generally lower than the legal
minimum, women workers have the additional problem of gender based
discrimination in remuneration: men consistently receive more wages for
the same work and their jobs are graded higher.
Women are also expected to perform unpaid work in the home after
they toil on the farm. This includes their responsibility to cook for the
family, to clean and to attend to the children. Women's unpaid work is
absolutely essential to the existence of the family and tends to be very
tedious and time consuming. The logic of superior and better paid work
for men derives from the fact that they are assumed to be household
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heads and thus ultimately responsible for the family. Women's work is
ignored as unpaid housework and their contribution to production is
regarded as secondary or supplementary to men's contribution.
The other question is that of access to land, in particular the land
rights of women agricultural labourers. There are two aspects to this
question. First, the class of agricultural labourers itself getting access to
land, through a redistribution of land above the legal ceilings, or of
government lands; and second, within mass movements, an attempt to
get joint and separate allocations for women, and not only an allocation
to men in the name of the households.
It is a matter of common knowledge that no fundamental change has
been brought about by the Zamindari Abolition Act in the agrarian
structure and land relations. Social and economic power remains with
the same class of former zamindars. In an earlier study on women and
agrarian transformation, I had noted that the pressing need for land
reform in the 1950's arose from the fear of instability and unrest.21 In
fact rural unrest among the peasants had come to such a pass that, as the
Uttar Pradesh Zamindari Abolition Committee emphasised at the time, if
abolition of Zamindari were held up even for a few years, abolition may
mean expropriation without compensation and quite possibly bloodshed
and violence.22
Daniel Thorner and other scholars have pointed out that the state
machinery actively collaborated with the rural rich in perpetuating
inequality in landownership patterns.23 Further, it was noticed that the
Indian State did not totally reject the principle of non-working cultivators
and, further, generally gave preference to those who were already working
on uneconomic plots rather than those who were not working on land at
all. The land reform policy in India, therefore, "cannot be compared
with the Chinese land reform policy where preference in land was given
to landless peasants, both women and men".24
The Indian state never set out to fundamentally change gender relations
2\
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in society or to enable women to have access to land/property and other
resources. Through its construction of family-centered programmes (in
its assignments to the (male) heads of households of productive and
reproductive functions and land/ property holding technology control
functions) the state seems likely to erode even further the rights which
women earlier enjoyed. The effective exclusion of women from possession
and control of land is largely the basis of their subordination and
dependence on men in rural India.
IV

Women's Experiences in the Land Rights Movements

Discussions with women were often punctuated with frustration over
their domesticated existence - pinjra ka jiwan (caged life) -which was
systematically rendering them worthless. Women nevertheless narrated
stories of their participation in the peasant movement. There was a
substantial participation of women in the peasant struggles. Women
participated both directly and indirectly: in beating up the landlords and
police; in snatching arms from them; as well as receiving bullet injuries;
in protecting and sheltering peasant movement activists for months in
their homes; in hiding their arms from public visibility; as well as, in
providing food and sustenance to the people in the struggle. Some of the
women were killed by the landlords or the police. Many women are still
in jail. Most of these women were from datit and backward castes or
were agricultural labourers.
Four of the Sonar (a backward caste) women from the village Ekwari
told me that they had organised meetings of peasant movement activists
in their homes. During periods of crisis, they would maintain a close
watch on the activities of landlords, protect the activists by letting them
sleep in their homes during the night and would gather glass pieces,
bricks and stones to protect themselves against the attacks of the landlords.
They regularly fed the struggling men and cleaned their weapons to
prevent them from getting rusted or otherwise becoming unusable. This
kind of active assistance of women in guerrilla struggle of the popular
movement is not unique to the village of Ekwari. There were many such
instances of indirect participation by women in other villages of the area.
The women of Babubandh, Keer and Basuhari, for instance, did not have
any less significant a role. The role which women in fact played in
peasant movements does, however, strongly suggest the necessity for a
reconceptualisation of the "indirect" participation of women in a popular

movement: their panicipation has usually been considered a passive
activity and even regarded as non-participation.
A review of discussions with male and female activists of the peasant
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movement, however, reveals a complex aspect of the woman question:
the agrarian struggle and the peasant movement could not effectively
shake off the patriarchal bias in the treatment of women members. The
entire experience is riddled with glaring contradictions between the
women's demonstrated capacity, as well as determination for political!
organisational work, and their inequality and subordinate status both in
the family and in the decision making process in the movement.
V The Question of Izzat (dignity)
In the village of Sonatola, women described their protracted struggle
against the upper-caste landlords of the neighbouring village of Berath,
who "raped Chamar, Dusadh women in order to keep them and their
men submissive and obedient". It was common practice to force a dalit,
agricultural labourer woman to have sexual relations with a Rajput
landlord. If the woman declined, her husband, brother or father would be
implicated in false criminal cases. The woman and other members of
her family would not be allowed to draw water from the well, or walk on
the lanes by the side of fields or ease themselves in the area, as the fields
were considered to be owned by the Rajput landlords. These practices
were substantially reduced as a result of the peasant movement. However,
dalit and agricultural labourers of Berath still face injustice from Rajput
landlords.
In many places rape of dalit or agricultural labourer woman by the
landlord triggered off the peasant struggle. And, some of the "incorrigible
rapists" were wiped out during the course of the struggle. It was reported
that "the word Naxalite thereafter came to connote to many, a person
who would resist the sexual oppression with the last drop of the blood".25
Kabutari Devi (the widow of the well known peasant leader Rameshwar
Ahir) and three other women of the Yadav community in the village of
Ekwari told me,
The rape of agricultural labourer women which many of us bore
unquestioningly is no longer an acceptable social norm. There is
some change in the village society. The lower-caste women feel
safe and have some izzat now. Now, the upper caste landowners
behave themselves and dare not insult us.
Women of the villages of Chauri and Babubandh, with anger and anguish
2.5
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in their words, described that in the pre-movement days upto the 1960's,
upper-caste landowners would pinch datit women's breasts while ordering
them to work in their fields, mostly to do some begar (unpaid menial
labour). This practice declined after the movement.
In several villages, women interviewees confirmed that they have
gained izzat partly as a result of the conscious policies of the peasant
organisations to end social oppression of women, and partly a result of
women's participation in the agrarian movement, where women-specific
issues were raised by peasant women themselves. Notwithstanding these
efforts, the question of rape and sexual abuse was seen as a castel
community specific issue, and not as a women-specific issue. In the
discussion meeting at the village, Tori Mohanpur, a leading activist of
the Bihar Kisan Samiti categorically stated:
The women specific issues were never raised either by the
leadership of Bihar Kisan Samiti or by the women themselves
who have been active in the struggle. The only women-specific
issue that has been raised so far is the rape and molestation of
Rarijan (Chamar) women by the Rajput Zamindars, which is a
matter of izzat for the entire working class or the datit castes.
Besides, they have also not questioned the contradictions between
men and women within the backward and dalit castes.26
Whenever women activists initiated discussions on the prevailing
forms of male dominance in the movement or questioned patriarchal
prejudices, these were pushed aside for "more important and immediate
issues", or the matter was postponed for implementation in a future, nonfeudal society. These women's questions, however, should not be
misinterpreted
as an attempt to treat women-specific
problems
independently of the class-caste based peasant movements. Rather, they
drive home the fact that the leadership of the peasant movement did not
fully understand the complexity of the woman question. The issue of
rape of agricultural labourer women by upper caste landlords, while a
very important issue for the women, nevertheless, became a limiting
factor. The peasant organisations did not move beyond this issue to
deal, in addition, with the increasing social oppression and subordination
of women both in the family and in the community.
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Agricultural Wages: The Question of Parity

With regard to the issue of agricultural wages, both men and women
received increased wages as a result of the peasant movement in the two
districts of Bhojpur and Rohtas. The only exception was the village of
Chauri where the wages had not improved since the early 1970's. The
upper caste landlords in the village of Chauri refused to pay a higher
wage to women and men labourers of the village, though they paid an
additional wage of Rs. 2 to 4 a day to outside labourers. This was the
landlord's continuing vendetta against the poor after the wage strike of
1972-73. The landlords, however, were no longer in a position to insult
the women labourers in the way they had done prior to the peasant
movement in the area.
Nevertheless, there were two important problems related to the
question of wages. First, in none of the villages of the study did the
agricultural wage of the labourers meet the required standard of the
officially declared minimum wage in the area. In most cases, the wages
were less than one-half of the minimum wage, and even less in the case
of labourers in the village of Chauri. Second, the question of unequal
wages for men and women agricultural labourers was never raised at any
point throughout the two decades of the peasant movement. Women
received only 60 to 70 per cent of male wages for the same or similar
work. The only exception was harvesting, when women were paid on
par with men.
The inequality of wages for women labourers is closely associated
with their inequality in the family and in the movement. All the women
I had discussions with during the fieldwork, unequivocally expressed
their resentment at the existing disparity of agricultural wages. In several
cases, like in the village of Karbandia, women felt that the demand for
parity of wages between men and women workers "will not be supported
by our men". Surprisingly enough, neither of the peasant organisations
raised the question of equal wages in any of the strikes organised for
higher agricultural wages in the region.
Similarly, the peasant organisations did not question the existing
gender-based division of labour in agricultural work, and thereby supported
the continuation of a higher position for male labourers. Ploughing and
picking of rice seedlings are considered male jobs, and men are paid an
additional 15 to 25 per cent of the wage for these jobs. What is important
to note here is the fact that if women had been ploughing or picking the
rice seedlings during the crisis periods of the movements, then this work
would not be considered taboo now.
There were cases of successful resistance by women to exclusion
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from employment because the work was considered taboo. For instance,
in early 1983, landless and agricultural labourers of the Chamar caste of
the village of Kaitharkala in Nawanagar Thana of the district Bhojpur,
claimed their lawful right on the government land and demanded
redistribution. The movement was led by the Bihar Kisan Sabha. The
upper caste landlords who had virtually controlled and operated the land,
sought police help in beating Chamar women, and in arresting their men
and driving them away from the village. In the absence of these men,
the landlord tried to plough the land, declaring that if he ploughed the
land, he would own the produce too. The Chamar women of Kaitharkala,
however, successfully resisted the landlord's efforts at ploughing the
land, and decided to plough the land themselves. Women learned the
technique of ploughing from an old man in the village and subsequently
ploughed the land and acquired full control over the produce. They grew
paddy on this land and performed various tasks related to the cultivation
of paddy, including the job of picking the rice seedlings.
Such incidents were, however, treated as aberrations, that is, these
activities of the women were considered to be specific to crisis situations
of the movement. But these incidents also establish the falsity of
assumptions of the superiority of male tasks in agricultural work. It was
these assumptions, which had led to the phenomenon of unequal wages
between men and women labourers. Of course, the real beneficiaries of
the payment of lower wages to woman labourers are the landlords and
rich peasants. The sex/gender system of unequal wages essentially helps
to maintain, not a fabric of traditional peasant society, but a system of
class exploitation.
VII

Access to Land

In discussions with the Bihar Kisan Samiti leadership, which also
included a couple of women, it was suggested that ownership of the land
entails a complex set of functions which includes the right to decide on
the use of land and to alienate it. It also provides the right to receive
income from the land and to decide on its disposition, particularly in the
case of a marital dispute, including desertion or divorce. Thus, even in
households which do own some land, women might have neither legal
nor customary right to land, and, therefore, no right to its produce.
Women by and large, have only indirect rights to the use of land, that is,
via the husband or a dominant, male member of the household. Women
also have no right to inherit the land, however small it might be. The
local leadership of the Bihar Kisan Samiti in Basuhari argued that women
should be the direct beneficiaries of the land distribution programme and
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should be given separate allocation in the distribution programme. The
local leadership categorically states: "If a household is entitled to two
acres of land, one of the two acres should be marked in the independent
name of the woman of the household". The joint pattas (titles), as provided
in the Sixth Five Year Plan, "will be nullified and invalidated in effect
because of the overall male dominance and the general support for
patriarchal norms in Bihar's rural society. We should, therefore, strive
for separate, independent pattas for women".27
This was not, however, carried out when the Bihar Kisan Samiti
supervised a land distribution programme towards the end of 1989.
Although titles to the land were given by the administration, the manner
of land distribution was decided by the Bihar Kisan Samiti Committee
and those active in the struggle.
In the village Basuhari, all those who had supported the land struggle
were given one acre of agricultural land and some tiny pieces for
homestead land per household. The four households which have a history
of siding with the landlord were given half an acre each. Those of the
nearby villages who had been active in the peasant movement were also
given half an acre each. Only 5 women (as against 110 men) were given
land in their independent names. The five women included three widows,
one peasant movement activist who was deserted by her husband for
being "ugly and dark" and a ten year old girl who had lost her right hand
in the struggle. In the villages neighbouring Basuhari, of the total 396
beneficiaries only 26 women received titles to relatively tiny portions of
land in their independent names. Out of the 120 acres of distributed
land, women received a marginal portion of 7.85 acres, less than 7 per
cent of the distributed land. The major considerations in the cases where
women were allocated land were that "they were without a male support
- widowed, divorced or deserted by the husband, disabled and therefore
lacking the possibility of marriage."
In the village Basuhari, I used China and Norway as examples of
countries where women have equality in land ownership. I pointed out
that in these countries gender equality in the control of resources is one
of the major goals of development. There were, however, some members
of the Bihar Kisan Samiti in Basuhari, as well as people in the villages,
who sounded apprehensive about the effect of separate pattas for women.
They felt that "women might not be able to manage the land on their
own," and also "if a woman has land in her name, she would find some
minor, trivial excuse to desert her husband". Hence, it seemed a potential
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threat to the men in the village and a potential divisive factor to the
leadership.
The Bihar Kisan Samiti leadership gave a formal explanation for the
tokenist extension of land rights to women in the Basuhari land distribution
programme.28

During the struggle there had been discussion among the village
committee about distributing land separately to women or in the
joint names of both men and women. This was also discussed
with the local administration at the time of distribution. But the
local officials said it would not be possible and the point was not
pressed. As a result, it was only as 'special' cases that some
women got land in their names - the young girl who had lost a
hand, a divorced woman and a widow ... Certainly women were
not part of the land distribution in their own right. They had
been no less active in the struggle, but were denied any separate
existence in the distribution. Women activists from the landless
had been present in the meeting to decide the principles of land
distribution, but none of them seem to have pressed their case
for separate or even joint titles. What all this shows is that
without a separate organisation, women would not be able to
push for recognition of their specific position in the class.
Undoubtedly, there are limitations caused by an absence of women's
organisations,
and there is certainly the need to have women's
organisations in the class-based land movements. However, the questions
raised here are: Why should peasant organisations, like Bihar Kisan
Samiti, not demand women's right to land and parity of agricultural
wages? Why have the peasant organisation remained limited to organising
only men? Why should these poor peasant women's demands be
interpreted as their silence and passivity? In September 1990, soon after
the land distribution in the Basuhari, the poor peasant, dalit women
members of the Bihar Kisan Sainiti protested:
We were there in harvesting the fields. We were there in carrying
ploughs and in snatching arms from the zamindar's goondas.
We fought for our rights and actively participated in the land
struggle. Why, when the land is distributed, do we not get our
independent right to land?
21
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Further, despite the substantial participation of women in the peasant
movement, there is only a marginal representation of women in both the
local leadership and in the leading (state level) organisations.
Hard
evidence of the leadership of the peasant movements indicates that
women's substantial or equal participation in decision-making was neither
aimed at nor achieved. In the village Sonatola, women complained "we
struggle against the Sarkar (Government) the police and the landlords,
but the men take over the leadership". A Chamar woman in her forties,
who had received bullet injuries in the struggle against the landlord,
added "Court-Kachehri hum karte hain, netagiri admi karte hain, (we
take care of their release from the jail, but when the men come out they
become the leaders)".
Some of the women who took a leading role in the peasant movements
were appreciated as well as affectionately
remembered for their
"dedication" and "commitment" to the cause of social transformation.
They too, however, failed to take up woman specific issues in the
movement. Two women in Babubandh, three in Chauri and another
three in Ekwari told us about the life and works of "Comrade Sheela
Chatterjee". Sheela Chatterjee was described as having a clear mind
about the class aspect of the peasant movement and had frequent
discussions and meetings with the leading activists. She was a squad
leader and her squad included 8 men and 2 women. She organised dalits
and agricultural labourers (both men and women) against the oppression
and exploitation of the landlords. Sheela Chatterjee reportedly had
"frequent meetings with the village women" to discuss the critical
significance of a peasant movement but she glossed over the women's
problems. "She had meetings with the women and would organise them
for the purpose of land struggle, but never raised any women-specific
questions." Sagar Mahto, a backward caste man from the village Ekwari,
who was then closely associated with Sheela Chatterjee, affirmed, "She
did not organise women around the women-specific issues".
VIII

The Gender Division of Mass/Political Work

Women complained of a new gender division of work in politics.
"Men do politics and while away their time; women do household work,
take care of children and the aged and feel doubly burdened in supporting
the entire family". Such was the case in Ekwari, Tori Mohanpur and
Keer where the peasant movement has stagnated, and frustration has set
it Things are different in Basuhari and Karbandia, where the peasant
movement is still alive. There women do not have this kind of report
about their men. In Sonatola, we were approached by a "whole-timer"

138

National Law SchooLJ ournal

[1993

man (a person who is supposed to give all the time available to him for
mass work or political work). He requested us to explain to his wife that
being a whole-timer means that women should sacrifice by fully taking
responsibility for children and supporting the family, so that the man can
be free for political work. We, of course, disagreed with him, but it
became a point of discussion amongst us, as well as both male and
female activists in the peasant movement.
The whole-timer of Sonatola and his expectations of his wife were,
nevertheless, very typical of male activists in the popular movements. I
recall a meeting with a rural protocol officer in Chianzhou township in
China in 1983 (the China of growth-oriented economy) where he
emphasised that "women should devote more time to the household,
particularly to looking after the children and supporting their husbands
to do political and social work. These are women's duties". Many
activists of both the Bihar Kisan Sabha and the Bihar Kisan Samiti
expected their wives to take full responsibility (both financial and
emotional) for looking after children, the aged or any other dependents
in the family. Women on the other hand, made categorically statements,
resenting these attitudes and grudging the men's whole-timer roles at the
cost of women. They felt extremely overburdened with familial and
extra-familial responsibilities, having no time for themselves nor to do
any kind of mass/organisational/ political work.
Shanti Devi, a bangle seller from the village of Ekwari, appreciated
her husband's work in the peasant movement, but felt doubly burdened
in running the household and taking care of their two daughters. "If he
shared some responsibilities, I would get some time to do organisational
work myself and not end up merely participating in the demonstrations",
she said forcefully. She added "the village needs many activists to continue
the peasant struggle, but I don't want any activist in my home. My
husband's whole-timer work has crippled me". The two young girls who
admired their father for this "movement work" said that they would
"never marry a man who is like father". Neither of the girls would like
to see herself in their mother's doubly-burdened role.
Babuni Devi, a Bhumihar caste woman from a small peasant family
in Ekwari, has three children. Her husband is a whole-timer in the
peasant movement. She has to support the three children, take care of
their schooling and manage other things for the household.
She
appreciated her husband's movement work but angrily accused him of a)
keeping her out of any political discussions and b) putting all the
responsibility for the household and the children on her. "He never
discussed any of the 'movement work' with me. I came to know about
his involvement in the work only at the time of his arrest". Babuni Devi
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is a militant woman, who dares to defy the upper caste norm of purdah
and also male control in the family. She very seriously questions the
sexual division of mass/political work.
Both men and women should do the 'movement work', and at
the same time share domestic responsibilities and child-rearing.
Why should the women be burdened with domesticity? I very
much want to do the 'movement work' but how can I leave my
children at the mercy of others?29
Women critically questioned the gender division of work in politics
and the present day irresponsibility of whole-timers in putting the entire
burden of the household on the wife. In our discussions with the women,
as well as with the male activists of the two peasant organisations, the
concept of 'a sharing and responsible ' role for whole-timers emerged.
TIlls meant that a whole-timer should 1) share equally and fully the
responsibilities and burden of household work and childcare, 2) participate
in production in order to support himself as well as other dependents of
the family, and 3) participate in political work and make full efforts to
help women in the mass/organisational/political work. Seemingly, only
then would it be possible for the women to ungrudgingly accept and
support the husband's political work, and for the women themselves to
participate in the political process of social transformation.
Significantly, women did not negate the agrarian struggle or the
men's "movement work". While discussing the achievements or gains
of the peasant movement, they repeatedly stressed two gains: dignity or
izzat and higher agricultural wages. There was, however, a general
feeling of despair, a kind of fatigue, particularly in places like Babubandh
and Chauri. Asarfa Devi said "bahut ghata hua" (lost so much) in the
course of struggle. She is a Chamar woman of Babugandh, who had
played a heroic role in resisting the landlord-police attack on the
community, and saving her husband, Sakaldeep, and some other activists
of the peasant movement. Asarfa Devi frankly narrated her personal
distressing experience. The home coming of Sakaldeep (a well known
activist of the peasant movement in the mid-seventies) after 12 years
with another wife and children, has had a demoralising effect. He was
considered "unfit" for "movement work" and driven out to search for a
livelihood for himself and for the additional family. Meanwhile, Asarfar
29
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Devi has taken on the responsibility of caring for Sakaldeep's additional
family. The male chauvinistic adventure of Sakaldeep has had its own
adverse effect on the morale of women and also on the peasant movement.
In the village Chauri, several women said, almost in a chorus" We
have not gained anything from that strike, neither increased agricultural
wages, nor self-respect. The landlords still insult us". In the same breath,
however, women of Chauri, like in the other villages, came up with a
joint and determined reply to their situation, "We will again organise and
fight, that is the only way left for us. We are hungry, we have to fight".
Throughout our discussion with men and women activists in the
village of Basuhari, the following two points were reiterated and
emphasised. First, the Government makes policies and programmes only
on paper, it is the peasant movement activists who really carry them out
and translate these plans into action. Second, women, like men, have
fully and fearlessly participated in both the struggles for higher agricultural
wages and in the land struggle. A full recognition of their role however,
has been denied. The women activists present in the discussion meeting
added "Phir bhi ghar main aurataon ki izzat hair" (yet women have no
dignity in their own homes)".
IX

Conclusion

The Indian state never set out to fundamentally change gender relations
in society or to enable women to have real access to land/property and
other resources. By constructing family-centered programmes, where
power rested in the hands of the male heads of households, the state
seems likely to erode even further the rights which women had secured
through peasant struggle.
Nonetheless, women's participation in peasant movements has
helped them to secure higher agricultural wages, and security of land
tenure. In addition they have also secured self-esteem, dignity and courage
and have been able to defend themselves against molestation, rape and
torture as a result of their participation in such movements. Women
secured a sense of izzat (dignity) partly as a result of the conscious
policies of the peasant organisations to end social oppression of women
and partly as a result of women's participation in the agrarian movement
where women specific issues were raised by peasant women themselves.
The agrarian struggle and the peasant movement, however, could not
effectively shake off the patriarchal bias in the treatment of women
members. 1be entire experience exposes the glaring contradictions between
women's
demonstrated
capacity, as well as determination
for
political'organisational worlc.,and their inequality and subordinate status,
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both in the family and in the decision making process in the movement.
Whenever women activists raised issues relating to male dominance in
the movement or questioned patriarchal prejudices, their concerns were
postponed for discussion on 'more important and pressing issues'.
Although the movement resulted in increased wages for peasant
workers, it did not question the gender based division of labour and the
subordination of women. Instead, the practices of movement activists
reinforced the belief in the superiority of male labour over female labour.
This position resulted in the payment of lower wages to women which in
turn benefited the landlords and thus helped maintain not only the gender
inequality within peasant society but also the system of class exploitation.
Similarly there was a reluctance to agitate for separate land pattas for
women. Instead, because this was seen as potentially empowering for
women, it was therefore considered a threat to the men in the villages.
In addition, the movement did not fully understand the complexity
of the woman question, especially how class and caste also shaped
women's experience. In spite of the fact that the movement was successful
in securing formal rights for workers, nevertheless the accessibility of
these rights and their impact differed for men and women. Although,
both experienced some disability in terms of their class and caste position,
women were further impeded from securing access to their rights by
virtue of the patriarchal biases that operated within the movement and
also informed the law.
In the final analysis although the peasant movement ameliorated the
living conditions of peasants generally, women's specific needs were
largely left unattended to. For rural peasant women independence from
the subordination to men is still a struggle. The support of women's
organisations has been a positive step forward especially in terms of
educating women about their legal rights to land, to wages and to freedom
from sexual violence.

